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For
Bruce and Madeline Ramer,
Lady Weidenfeld,
and in memory of George Weidenfeld,
who asked me to write this history.
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Author’s Note


I write this history, rather regrettably, with the single-mindedness of a prosecutor, forced by the purpose of my task to ignore the Italian people’s long historical record of glorious achievements and contributions to humanity so that I can focus solely on their crimes.


Italy has been called ‘Mother of the Arts’, ‘Mother of the Opera’, ‘Mother of High Culture’, ‘Mother of the Renaissance’ and ‘Mother of the Church’. Her achievements are known the world over and she has borne us the most brilliant children: Dante, Petrarch, Boccaccio, Galileo, da Vinci, Verdi, Vivaldi, Rossini, Puccini, Michelangelo, Raphael, Titian, Ghiberti, Verrocchio, Donatello, Bernini, Volta, Beccaria, Bocelli, Pavarotti, Marconi, Fermi, and the list goes on and on. But any mother is capable of turning out a bad son. For this, Italy may be called ‘Mother of the Mafia’. We should be careful to judge any fruitful mother by the character of her many children, as noted above, not her errant child. Nevertheless, even a wayward son is worthy of a proper evaluation, perhaps more so. Let us not, however, confuse the good with the bad.




Preface


When the historian William Shirer began writing his masterpiece, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, he was criticized by some for beginning to write a history of Nazi Germany only a few years after the Reich had fallen. Many scholars believed then, as they do now, that it takes decades for facts to surface and debates to settle. But Shirer deflected the criticism that his work was premature by citing that ‘almost all of the documentary material became available at [the Reich’s] fall’. Since the Nazis had kept meticulous records, many of which had been recovered by the Allies after the war, there was a paper mountain of irrefutable evidence upon which Shirer could rely. The mafia, in contrast, has never kept records – doing so is punishable by death – and this lack of documentary material, especially with regard to the early days of the mafia, has created a void for mafia historians who have attempted to fill in the blanks with imaginative writing more commonly seen in the field of historical fiction. And because the mind and experiences of an academically trained historian are very different from those of a mobster, the blanks have always been filled in from an alien perspective. This is why, when mobsters read mafia books in prison, you hear a lot of: ‘Not true!’ ‘Bullshit!’ ‘Gimme a break!’ and ‘Who wrote this crap?’


Historians start off with facts and events and must bridge the gaps, which vary in size. To do so accurately, the English philosopher and historian R.G. Collingwood believed that history is interpreted best by people who understand the experiences of the figures responsible for pivotal events. Publishing houses regularly pay homage to Collingwood when they seek out experts to write histories relevant to their expertise. A publisher would not contract me to write a history involving people I know nothing about. Why then do publishers repeatedly commission writers who have never stolen so much as a candy bar, or have never felt the cold steel of a stiletto, a handgun or a handcuff, to write histories of the mafia? Because they have never encountered an actual historian who has lived in the mafia’s world, spoken their tongue, committed their crimes, drawn their blood, fled justice with them, and served prison time alongside them; I am them, and I am also a historian. Even the seemingly endless shelves of mafia memoirs are written by mob snitches who recite a very biased account of their crimes into the ears of co-authors and ghostwriters who, in turn, add an additional degree of distance between the mobster’s mind and the printed page. The snitches, moreover, by evading punishment for the many offenses they have committed and displacing that punishment onto others, have ceded the precious time needed for honest reflection which ordinarily results in a humility and clarity that none of them seem to possess. The ancient Greeks believed that wisdom is gained through suffering, which speaks to a phrase we often said in prison: ‘Those who inform never reform.’ I once faced the remainder of my life in prison but refused to snitch. I spent many years in a dark, dank prison cell where I fell in love with books and began reading eighteen hours a day while teaching myself the writer’s craft. If today I am possessed of any wisdom, it was born during that unspeakable suffering and isolation.


This trilogy is the very first mafia history written by someone who has lived The Life and knows intuitively which stories make sense and which do not, what might have taken place and what could never have happened. While engaged in research for this history, I often encountered stories that were obviously untrue but have been repeated for decades by mafia historians and documentary television commentators. Mafia historians, like all modern historians, rely on, among other sources, previous histories as a foundation for their research, as I have also done. But without an extra sense to alert them when something is off, errors are repeated and reinforced with each new account, and stories, however false, receive what can be classified as a time-honored certification. The problem often lies in one author accepting information from another without critical examination. Before you know it, a series of books have reinforced a falsehood. You may wonder, could a dozen historians all be wrong? They can, indeed, if eleven successive authors copied false information from the first. And this, at times, I found to be the case. In such instances, I have relied heavily upon my own insight to disentangle fact from fiction and correct the record, explaining, whenever possible, how the story likely came about, and why. By debunking some myths and setting the record straight, I hope this history becomes as much a resource for future historians as it is a source of entertainment for the casual reader. To be sure, I sometimes concurred with a standing interpretation of events, in which cases I could only tell the stories from a more insightful perspective. In either event, I am immensely indebted to the many journalists and historians I have read and quoted.


Aside from the discrepancies noted above, I encountered another issue with regard to source material. As mafia prosecutions have increased over the last few decades and mafia turncoats have tirelessly yapped away, revealing countless ‘secrets’, researchers have come to rely on indictments, trial transcripts and newspaper articles in an attempt to connect the dots and form a cohesive history. But although police, prosecutors and informants have been helpful to historians, these sources are highly inadequate and often misleading. We typically assume that defendants in criminal proceedings are wont to lie since we do not expect people who are charged with crimes to be truthful. But a problem we seldom wish to confront as a society is that prosecutors also lie in order to secure convictions, and informants tell tactical lies to save their own skin, grind personal axes, spare friends and lovers, or hide their ill-gotten wealth from the government – they have been telling lies their entire lives; it is difficult to suddenly embrace the truth without altering it, even slightly. With criminal defendants, defense attorneys, prosecutors and snitches all depreciating the truth, the courtroom is, at best, a chamber of inaccuracies that cannot be relied upon without some degree of skepticism.


Another issue prevalent in mafia cases is something similar to the defense used during the Nuremberg trials. This is when a mafia turncoat attributes all of his evil deeds to his boss, claiming he was only following orders. Gambino crime family underboss, Salvatore Gravano, when testifying against his boss, John Gotti, was not about to tell the jury that he was murdering men for personal gain, then stealing their assets. Instead, he served up a tale of how he was just following the don’s orders – while omitting his own depraved motives. Prosecutors are always willing to meet such deceit halfway in lieu of placing a witness on the stand who may appear more savage to a jury than the defendant they wish to convict. Here, again, we are confronted with a false narrative that enters the historical record as hard truth because it was supposedly forged in a court of law.


While writing the latter part of this sweeping history, in volume three, I relied heavily on personal experiences; I was privy to a number of the events that I have recounted and was close with many of the men who were directly involved. I sometimes inquired of them as to specific deeds they had participated in or had first-hand knowledge of. The men, none of whom had ever snitched, spoke with me because they trusted me. They knew I had never snitched either, and this carries a lot of weight in our world. Although they trusted me, they still spoke to me in code, using an evasive mafia jargon sprinkled with a variety of hand gestures, facial expressions, hints, incomplete thoughts, half-sentences and suggestions. Their motive was not to confuse me: they knew I would understand them perfectly; it is just that they are accustomed to speaking in riddles and find it impossible to depart from this manner of communication under any circumstance. While inquiring about certain events that took place later on in this history, I once walked the beach with a dear friend of mine who is still a high-ranking member of a crime family. With the loud surf and the sound of seagulls drowning out our voices, we talked in code. I finally said to him, ‘The stuff we’re talking about is from twenty years ago. No cop or agent would even give a shit about it today.’ We laughed and went back to code.


Throughout this history, I sometimes refer to the United States as America; know that I am well aware of the Earth’s geography, but as this history does not include any major references to South or Central America, I am referring to the United States. I use mafia and mob interchangeably, as well as mafioso, mobster, gangster, racketeer and other similar terms; you should have no problem following me. Borgata, which is the title of this book, is how we refer to a mafia family; it is sometimes spelled bourghata, and sometimes written and pronounced brugad.


At the American mafia’s height, from the 1930s to the 1960s, there were twenty-six borgatas operating in almost as many metropolitan areas across the country. Since some of them were rather small and insignificant, or disappeared after a short time, I have chosen to use the approach of a screenwriter who introduces only the characters and scenes that move the plot forward, dispensing with peripheral events that contribute little or nothing to the mafia’s historical progress or overall decline. Just as a Roman historian will confine him- or herself to events in Rome while at times following Scipio to Carthage, Crassus to Persia, or Caesar to Gaul, our Rome is New York, while our history will also take us to New Orleans, Las Vegas, Cuba and other ‘provinces’ of the mob’s large empire that played a pivotal role in its colorful history.


Following the mafia’s earliest origins in Sicily, which cover a few short chapters and may sound a bit academic, I settle into a conversational tone which will hopefully make you feel as though we are sitting across from one another in a pub, casually chatting about the mafia. Before I strike that tone, I have done my best to trace exactly how and why, over the course of centuries, the mafia formed inside the Sicilian womb. I believe my exhaustive research in this area, resulting in the conclusions I have drawn, will stand as the seminal work on the mafia’s earliest beginnings.


Marc Bloch wrote in The Historian’s Craft that behind all historical events, ‘There are men, and it is men that history seeks to grasp. Failing that, it will be at best but an exercise in erudition.’ Once we have covered the mafia’s origins, we will transcend erudition as men begin to emerge from the haze and faces come to the fore. As you will see, few men offer a better character study than those you are about to encounter in this history. The ancient historian Plutarch, aside from casting individuals as the makers of history, highlighted the vices and virtues of great men. I will, at times, mimic the style of Plutarch by pointing out how certain mobsters did something wrong or right, according to mafia rules, and either lived or died because of it. I will let you know when someone should not have been killed and also when someone deserved to die, according to those rules. Note that I no longer condone violence, but I am writing from the perspective of a mobster who understands the laws of La Cosa Nostra and would like you, dear reader, to understand them as well.


Having referenced the ancient world, let us turn to Edward Gibbon, who, in 1764, ‘sat musing amidst the ruins’ of Rome when the idea of writing The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire took shape in his mind. More than a millennium separated Gibbon from the era he decided to write about on that fateful day. How much more insightful would Gibbon’s account have been if he had actually lived alongside the caesars and stepped out of those very ruins, a position I find myself in as I begin Borgata: Rise of Empire.





Introduction: ‘Where’d Daddy Go?’



In 1979, a Jordanian immigrant to the United States, Khaled Fahd Darwish Daoud, spotted the demand for American cars in the small but wealthy Arabian country of Kuwait. The ambitious Daoud began to purchase used cars from automobile auctions in New York and New Jersey and ship them to Kuwait at a large profit. In Kuwait, where petrol was practically free, the full-sized Chevy Caprice, Buick Electra and Oldsmobile Regency were especially in demand, but at some point, the supply of these models had dried up at the auctions. While hobnobbing with fellow car dealers, Daoud heard some chatter as to why and decided to play detective. He poked around a waterfront loading dock in New Jersey where the cars were regularly lined up before being shipped out to sea. After jotting down the sequence of vehicle identification numbers found on the dashboards, Daoud ran a check and learned that many of the cars were stolen; this explained why he was no longer seeing them at the auctions. He contacted the New York Police Department and told them what he had discovered. I am sure Daoud was informing for personal reasons; he was pursuing the American dream and felt it was being shattered by a group of car thieves. But he must have hung up the telephone feeling a sense of justice, having tipped off the authorities to a major auto crime ring. Who knows, maybe after the culprits were busted and sent to jail, Daoud could read about it in the newspaper and tell his family back home how he had become a sort of Sherlock Holmes in America.


Daoud awaited these headlines, unaware of the wire he had tripped when making that telephone call to the police. Detective Peter Calabro of the NYPD’s Auto Crime Unit contacted Gambino family soldier Roy DeMeo of the auto crime ring, and told him that his profitable business endeavor was about to end abruptly because of a troublemaker named Khaled Daoud who had just reported evidence of stolen cars at the docks. DeMeo, who may have killed over a hundred men in the course of his talented career as a hitman, politely thanked Detective Calabro for the tip. DeMeo then hatched a plan. He reached out to a man who knew Daoud; that man, in turn, told Daoud about two Chevy Caprices that were up for sale at an auto collision shop in Brooklyn. Daoud bit the bait and asked to inspect the cars. But the night before the inspection was scheduled to take place, Daoud phoned DeMeo’s intermediary to tell him he would be arriving at the auto shop the next day with a partner of his who was also interested in purchasing the cars. Perhaps these men were pooling their resources, or this other gentleman was putting up the money for Daoud. Or maybe Daoud intended to do a quick flip on the spot and profit without doing much work. Whatever the case may have been, here is where the plot thickens. Daoud’s colleague was Ronald Falcaro, husband to a loving wife and devoted father of three young children. Falcaro was not a criminal, nor did he snitch on DeMeo. He had absolutely nothing to do with stolen cars or the mafia. He was a wholesale car dealer hoping to make a day’s pay.


Let us pause for a moment and take a look at the new landscape with Falcaro painted onto the canvas. Having lived The Life, I understand the rules: Daoud butted his nose where it did not belong and jeopardized the income and freedom of men who do not take kindly to whistleblowers. To these men, Daoud was a problem that had to disappear. But what about Falcaro? DeMeo was a seasoned mobster who knew the mob’s rules, one of which is that the murder of an innocent person must be avoided at all costs. Not because the mob cares about the sanctity of human life, but because it is bad for business. According to mob rules, Daoud was guilty but Falcaro was innocent. What, then, should DeMeo do? The only option for DeMeo was to postpone the phony car sale and call off the hit until Daoud could be ambushed alone. But instead of rescheduling Daoud’s funeral, DeMeo simply said to his cohorts, ‘We just shoot them both, and make ’em disappear.’


As Donna Falcaro kissed her husband, Ronald, and asked him to be home in time for their youngest child’s birthday party, Roy DeMeo laid out a vinyl pool liner to catch the blood of two unsuspecting men. While Falcaro met up with Daoud and they drove to the auto body shop together, DeMeo and his crew were sharpening butcher knives and screwing silencers onto handguns. Not one of them had the slightest reservation about killing an innocent man.


The shooters were in position and the overhead lights were turned down as Daoud and Falcaro entered the shop. As the two men squinted in the dark, most likely trying to glimpse the cars they were hoping to purchase, Falcaro asked the man who greeted them at the door, ‘Your electricity get cut off?’ This thought, this question, might have given Falcaro the slightest sense that something was wrong. Nothing as dark as murder but perhaps one of two thoughts crossed Falcaro’s mind: ‘Do I wanna deal with guys who can’t pay their electric bill?’ or ‘Can I get the cars cheaper if they’re in such dire straits?’


We will never know what crossed Daoud’s mind since whatever thought he had at that same moment was interrupted by a bullet that tore through his brain. For Daoud, the American dream was a nightmare he would not awaken from.


Falcaro was darting for the door before Daoud even hit the floor. But these hitmen were not amateurs; Falcaro’s exit was sealed off. He absorbed rapid gunfire, collapsed to the floor, and his crumpled body was dragged onto the pool liner alongside Daoud.


Many people who work full-time prefer to get the bulk of their workload out of the way before lunchtime. DeMeo was no different. With this double homicide now out of the way and two lifeless bodies lying at his feet, DeMeo could finally enjoy some lunch. ‘Go get some hot dogs and pizza,’ he told a crew member. Ironically, DeMeo craved a meal most kids would eat at a birthday party, like the one Donna Falcaro was preparing for in the Falcaro home.


Before lunch arrived, DeMeo began cutting up the bodies with boning knives. When his crew returned with lunch, DeMeo ate a slice of pizza with blood-covered hands. He was already an expert at dismembering bodies and took some time to teach one of his crew members the best way to sever an arm from a shoulder as if he were a chief medical examiner showing an intern how to perform a proper autopsy.


Let us pause to look at the landscape, once again. This time, I will ask you to pretend you’re a mobster. You therefore understand that Daoud had to die. And whether or not Falcaro had to die makes no difference at this point since he is now dead. But what happens next will almost make what happened already seem normal in comparison. DeMeo and his crew obviously stripped Falcaro of his clothing in order to dismember his body; okay, we get that, easiest way to get the job done. But after cutting Falcaro’s limbs and head off, the crew sliced off Falcaro’s penis and stuffed it into the mouth of his decapitated head. We already know that this innocent man did not deserve to die. That being the case, why was his corpse subjected to such a vulgar act that reeks of sexual deviance? Or did these killers have the mentality of children who, when playing the game of Circles and Squares, get excited when circular objects fit into matching holes?


Donna Falcaro hid her worries while watching over a houseful of real children, some of whom would grow up without a father. And for years to come, they would never know what happened to their dad. Donna reported her husband missing and grappled with her own emotions while struggling to answer the simple question, ‘Where’d Daddy go?’


On the surface of this despicable affair lies a group of psychotic mafia killers. But the root of this horror story involves the history of nations, peoples, ideas and cultures. And it all begins on one of the most beautiful islands on Earth.


Let us leave this macabre scene behind, along with Roy Demeo who we'll meet again in Volume Two, and depart for the island of Sicily.





Part One



Sicilia





Chapter 1



The Conquered Conquerors


When I was in junior high school, a fellow student once told me that conquerors from Africa invaded Sicily and raped all the women, which explained my dark complexion and curly hair. At the time, I had no idea what he was talking about and I don’t think he did either, though he had probably heard this from an adult. Nonetheless, it is true that conquerors from both Europe and Africa had arrived on the 10,000-square-mile Mediterranean island of Sicily at different times throughout the centuries, and of course rape did occur, but the historical record suggests that it did not happen on any grand scale, unlike, for instance, during the barbarian invasions of Rome or the Soviet race for Berlin. And although many of Sicily’s long list of occupiers took the island by force, some came to relieve an old empire that had grown weak and tired and unable to defend its island possession; the transition was more like a Monopoly deal in which a player lands on Boardwalk or Park Place and claims it. There are even instances in which one royal personage bequeathed the island to another, just as a contemporary billionaire might leave a private island to a son or daughter. One foreign ruler offered to exchange Sicily for Tuscany or Sardinia, as if he were at the exchange counter of a retail store, returning an item he was unhappy with.


Likely because of Sicily’s many foreign occupiers, Sicilian men were especially protective of their women. Any foreigner who cast covetous eyes on daughters and wives was looking for trouble, as was the case on Easter Monday, 1282, when Sicilians in Palermo had gathered in a square to listen to vespers sung from inside the church of Santo Spirito. At the time, the French were occupying the island. When a French soldier made an untoward remark to a young Sicilian newlywed, her husband became enraged and sliced him up like a cheese pizza. The groom’s buddies – who all happened to carry knives to vespers – diced up the rest of the French soldiers in the square. The spark grew into a wildfire as ‘Death to the French’ went up as a rallying cry across the island. Some 2,000 Frenchmen were killed overnight, many of whose peckers were cut off and stuffed into their mouths; the French occupation ended abruptly. Historians have tried without success to pin the origin of this massacre on the conspiratorial plotting of France’s enemies, but after thorough debate it continues to rest on the spontaneous actions of a jealous husband who reflected the male population’s anger toward foreign soldiers who had become overly interested in their women. Like the fall of Troy, this bloodletting was jazzed up into a spectacular oral tale and repeated for centuries as a warning to occupiers that it may be okay to take the Sicilians’ agriculture – for fair market value, of course – but never their women.


In Sicily, family ties were often thicker than in other areas of Europe, in part because wives were often more than just wives; they were blood relatives. I was imprisoned with a mafioso from Palermo, Sicily, who told me he had married his cousin. I thought he meant his second or third cousin until I learned that his wife, who looked just like him, was his first cousin. I spoke with other Sicilians I was locked up with and found that several of them had also married first, second and third cousins, and came from identically constructed families. This was strange to me since we do not typically marry our cousins in America. Not because they would not make good wives, but because it is largely unacceptable in our culture. I am certainly not claiming that all Sicilians wed their cousins, but for centuries the local marriage pools in some of the relatively isolated towns and villages were more like puddles; everyone knew each other and somewhere along the ancestral lines they were connected by blood. A large family was also a source of power and protection, offering a patriarch absolute control over a village. Clans that were not connected were often at odds, resulting in long blood feuds, which constituted a strategic reason to intermarry: survival. Sicilian-American mobster Salvatore ‘Bill’ Bonanno would confirm the continuation of this practice when he wrote in 1999: ‘In the world I come from, it is impossible to understand events – whether they are marriages, political alliances, or killings – unless there is some understanding – literally – of just who was actually related to whom.’


When mafia families were eventually formed, these marital practices continued as we will see, and each mafia family became an extension of a blood family that picked up where genes left off. This is not to suggest that Sicilians are a purebred people; drops of foreign blood spread across centuries have trickled into their bloodline, making them a potent DNA cocktail of Greek, Phoenician, Carthaginian, Roman, Vandal, Hun, Byzantine, Arab, Norman, Spanish and all other occupiers who came and went. Sociologist Gaspare Nicotri spoke to the visceral result of this intermixture when he noted: ‘The Sicilian thinks and feels like an Arab, acts like a Greek, and views life like a Spaniard.’ But despite this long and measured blood transfusion, Sicilian culture never reflected any cataclysmic shifts. To be sure, there are many visible traces of variant cultures in the Sicilian make-up, as Nicotri pointed out, but they can be likened to the absorption of cultures collected by diaspora Jews along their march through the centuries. Wandering Jews survived exile intact by absorbing new cultures in small, digestible doses while never surrendering their identity; Sicilians have accomplished a similar feat while standing still. The reason for their impermeability is that cultural identity is bound by Darwinian law; the stronger culture conquers the weaker.


The English present us with an excellent example to drive home this point. Besides the Roman invasion of Britain in AD 43, the only other successful invasion of the island was when William the Conqueror crossed the English Channel in 1066. Some historians have argued that the English, although they had lost to the Normans on the battlefield, were victorious in the long run since they possessed the dominant culture which survived. As the Norman invaders assimilated, the English slowly absorbed their conquerors, reversing the crown of victory onto the English head. A similar curiosity seems to have occurred in Sicily during successive invasions over the course of centuries, including a Norman invasion around the same time period – 1060 as opposed to 1066 – which, for the very same reason, left an even fainter mark on Sicily than it had on England.


Lastly, when we view Sicily as a centuries-long hub for foreign invaders and occupiers, we tend to sympathize with such a beleaguered people who have had the miserable luck of residing at the crossroads of empires. But let us not be fooled; the contemporary populace, through centuries of even slow and limited mixing, are as much the offspring of the invader as they are of the besieged. Sicilians are not a spineless, timid people; they are fearless and aggressive, tough, smart, industrious, hard-working and purpose-driven, not the kind of people you might imagine cowering behind their curtains each time a strange ship sailed into port. They are as much the conqueror as they are the conquered. And they may have become so in the same way that we are what we eat – they swallowed their conquerors.


But can we draw a connection between the make-up of the Sicilians of yesteryear and the Sicilians of today, some of whom are the subjects of our story? George Orwell, for one, would allow us to construct this ancestral bridge. Orwell once asked: ‘What can the England of 1940 have in common with the England of 1840? But then,’ he continued, ‘what have you in common with the child of five whose photograph your mother keeps on the mantelpiece? Nothing, except that you happen to be the same person.’ Likewise, the Sicilian men I knew in the late twentieth century would have sliced your balls off if you looked at their wives the wrong way or spoke to their sisters without permission; I can easily imagine them in the square, AD 1282, dicing up the French.


Although we are currently discussing the Sicilian people, which is very different from a criminal organization, the mafia possesses one of the strongest, most enduring subcultures in the world, and it sprang directly from Sicilian culture which survived the centuries with little alteration and revolved around family, which we will turn to presently.


Quite a number of historians have theorized that the successive foreign occupations of Sicily throughout the ages created a prolonged state of political instability which forced the Sicilian people to govern themselves through unwritten laws. There is ample evidence to contradict this theory. To start with, some occupations lasted hundreds of years, longer than the entire existence of the United States. In that long period of time, Sicilians had ample opportunity to work with the government or rebel against it, yet they did very little of either. The answer to why can be found within the family unit, which eighteenth-century French philosopher Jean-Jacques Rousseau said is ‘the most ancient of all societies, and the only one that is natural’. As long as the Sicilian family felt free and independent, it mattered little whose royal finger was resting on the map of Sicily. This confused many outsiders who looked in at Sicily from a variety of alien perspectives that did not place similar emphasis on family, and left many to wonder how Sicilians could all but ignore changing governments and care so little about national sovereignty. Another French philosopher, Voltaire, fell into this category of confused outsiders when he wrote that Sicily ‘has always been subject to foreign nations, the slaves in turn of the Romans, Vandals, Arabs, and Normans, and the vassals of the Pope, the French, the Germans, and the Spaniards – nearly always hating their masters and rebelling against them, but not making any real efforts worthy of freedom, and continually stirring up sedition with the only result of changing their masters’.


With only a passing glance at Sicily’s long historical record, Voltaire’s assessment seems fairly reasonable. But a closer look reveals the statement’s inaccuracies. National sovereignty and individual liberty are very different; plenty of sovereign states enslave their people. Sicilians seldom rebelled in search of national freedom as long as they possessed individual freedom, which is the freedom to live as one pleases, without interference from one’s government. When Sicilians did rebel, it was often in search of food, coinciding with a drought or a bad crop. Spontaneous bread riots spurred by hunger are not the same as political uprisings born of abstract revolutionary ideas fostered in talkative French salons, à la Voltaire. As the American philosopher Eric Hoffer duly noted, revolutions form at the bottom and the top, above and below the heads of the middle class. In Sicily, there was no vibrant intellectual class at the top pushing a revolutionary agenda toward the bottom, inciting them to action. Sicilians have always placed the greatest importance on familial independence, entirely disinterested in chasing Voltaire’s skewed idea of state sovereignty in which he and his countrymen swore allegiance to one oppressive king after another; they finally beheaded one, then empowered a little Corsican tyrant who they lost to an English gaoler, before they returned to a fat and lazy overindulged monarch.


For more than two millennia, government after government did not care much about governing Sicily, which is the way Sicilians liked it. The target of each occupier was the island’s rich resources, never the Sicilian people, and any attempts at implementing social or political change failed miserably. Conquerors who fared best and endured longest knew that the most efficient way to milk the island dry was to leave the people to themselves. As long as goods made it to port on time – i.e., wheat, wine, wood, citrus, sulfur, etc. – rulers exhibited, at best, a dilettante effort at effecting good government. And because empires powerful enough to lay claim to Sicily were also strong enough to control the trade routes and dominate European commerce, Sicilians enjoyed the wealthiest market for their goods.


Voltaire’s famous satirical tale, Candide, is also the name of the book’s hero. Candide’s restless wanderings at last bring him to a small patch of earth where he is content to live out his life as a simpleton. ‘We must cultivate our own garden’ are Candide’s closing words. Though it escaped Voltaire, Sicilians had been cultivating their own garden, literally and figuratively, for centuries, while those around them fought over the deed to their property.


I have lived in some of America’s toughest prisons where upon the arrival of a new warden, the inmates would approach him and tell him, ‘This is how we do things around here.’ As long as our way of life did not conflict with the administration’s overall mission, the warden did not care to make any changes. Nor did the inmates, who truly control a prison, give a rat’s ass about who was ‘in charge’. The same can be said of the Sicilian people and the relationship they maintained with their many ‘rulers’.


We have poured the cement for the mafia’s foundation, a concrete mix that took centuries to dry and included strong cultural roots, indestructible family bonds and a long succession of weak central governments, happily displaced by local rule which we will discuss more thoroughly in the next chapter. These are the building blocks of the mafia, a far stretch from a criminal empire, but just as the first building blocks are a far stretch from a skyscraper, the structure cannot rise without them.





Chapter 2



Blood and Soil


The few historians who have delved into the mafia’s pre-recorded history in an attempt to discover its origins are in unison in stating that the organization is rooted in feudalism. But after a word or two on the subject, they quickly move on to the mobsters we are familiar with, leaving a historical gap that raises more questions than it answers. In search of evidence to support or deny the claim, I read a stack of books about feudalism and found plenty of connections to support the theory. But before we construct a bridge between the medieval world and the modern mafia, let us take a brief look at how feudalism evolved in Sicily, as it lends further insight into the mafia’s origins.


After Rome defeated Carthage in a series of wars that ended in 146 BC, the Romans became masters of the ancient world, and laid claim to the fertile island of Sicily, making it a Roman province. To bring agricultural order to Sicily, considered the ‘Republic’s granary’, Romans divided the land into large estates, called latifundia. Each estate was governed by a Roman aristocrat, usually an absentee owner who left a manager in charge while peasant families worked the land. (Curiously, during several hundred years of Roman rule, Sicilians showed little to no interest in becoming Romans; as I pointed out earlier, though ruled from above, Sicilians have always been independently minded.) By the fourth century AD, barbarian tribes from the north swooped down on Rome as the empire was hobbling along on a cane. One such tribe, the Vandals, claimed Sicily and the island spent some time in Vandal hands until the Byzantine Empire snatched away this prized possession. Sicily remained in Byzantine hands from AD 535 to AD 827 when it was claimed by an Islamic army that crossed the Mediterranean Sea from present-day Tunisia. Contrary to their savage military campaigns, Islamic rulers were rather enlightened and typically allowed communities to keep their own laws and institutions. Confronted with no major changes from above, the Sicilians, who had welcomed the Byzantines, now welcomed these Arabs who introduced agricultural innovations and planted new crops, such as pistachios, melons, mulberries, oranges and lemons (the lemon grove industry would, in time, become the mafia’s first entrée into industrial racketeering). Commerce thrived, construction flourished, and Palermo, which would one day become the Sicilian mafia capital of the world, was transformed into one of the most cosmopolitan cities of Europe, with Arabs, Jews, Greeks, Slavs, Spaniards and Africans walking the streets and doing business together.


Life was good until the Arabs of Sicily began to bicker among themselves in the eleventh century. One faction called out to the European mainland for help and a Christian army responded by kicking the Arab rulers off the island altogether, and exchanging the Roman-rooted latifundia for European feudalism (though the two were very similar). On this page of Sicily’s long history, we begin to see striking examples that connect the feudal world with the modern mafia, some of which I will now describe.


In early feudal times, the law was an unwritten set of mutually accepted customs that were enforced by a lord, which perfectly defines mafia law, which is enforced by a don. As the need for written legislation increased across Europe, the orally transmitted village laws of Sicily retained their importance in many parts of the island as Sicilians wondered why they should abide by dictates of unknown authorship as opposed to the trusted word of their ancestors; legalese seemed like a new trick to dilute the power of the patriarchy. To this day, the mafia has its own set of oral laws that are privately enforced and based on traditions that are oblivious to, or even contemptuous of, written law, which harkens back to this early period in Sicilian history.


Moving along, the structural bond between lord and vassal was nearly identical to the modern relationship between mafia don and soldier. During feudal times, lord and vassal entered into an eternal relationship, known as commendation; to this day, a mafia don and his newly recruited soldier seal their eternal relationship in a strikingly similar initiation ceremony. In what was known in feudal times as an ‘act of fealty’, the vassal placed his hand on a Bible or the relic of a saint, while swearing an oath and vowing to ‘sacrifice my life against all whom he pleases … without any exception whatsoever … thy friends shall be my friends, thy enemies shall be my enemies’. Likewise, a mafia initiate burns a picture of a saint in his hands while swearing to kill or die for his don and his new family. ‘If I betray my friends and my family,’ recalled an Italian-American mobster, Anthony Accetturo, while divulging his secret past during the 1990s, ‘may my soul burn in hell like this saint.’


No weapons were allowed at a commendation ceremony, just as no weapons are permitted at a mafia initiation ceremony, besides the ceremonial dagger. In feudal times, there was no ‘written agreement corresponding to the oath of a vassal’, just as there is no written agreement outlining the oath or relationship between don and soldier. After the commendation ceremony was completed, a lord had total power over his vassal and that vassal no longer had any right to a family life unless such was granted to him by his lord. This is not unlike a mafia initiation ceremony where a new member is told that if his family at home is in desperate need of his help but his mafia family calls, he must answer the call of his mafia family first. In the 1990s, Italian-American mobster Alphonse ‘Little Al’ D’Arco revealed that he was told at his initiation ceremony, ‘This family comes first … If you do not abide by these rules, you will be killed.’ During the same decade, mafia princess Rosalie Bonanno (formerly Profaci) wrote that her mobster husband ‘had told me early on in our engagement that he was already wedded to something else, a particular philosophy of life, and that if during our marriage he had to choose between keeping the commitment and vow of that life-style and the commitment and vows of this marriage, he was serving notice now he would have to choose the first’.


The feudal ceremony was sealed with a kiss, just as a mafia initiation ceremony is sealed with a kiss.


In my research, I was also able to find etymological connections between feudalism and the modern mafia. Another word for vassal was friend, and official members of a mafia family today refer to themselves as ‘friends’. Taking this a step further, in the French feudal system, eternal relations were expressed in the phrase amis charnels, meaning ‘friends by blood’. While writing about this blood bond, historian Marc Bloch stated: ‘The general assumption seems to have been that there was no real friendship save between persons united by blood.’ Bloch further pointed out, as the feudal fraternity expanded to include non-blood relations, that ‘the act of association was likely to take the form of a fictitious “fraternity” – as if the only real solid social contract was one which, if not based on actual blood-relationship, at least imitated its ties’. This description is identical to the bonds that tie together a mafia family, which begins as a large family clan that, over time, expands to include non-blood relations by welcoming men who are considered ‘bound by blood’. (At a mafia initiation ceremony, blood is actually drawn from an initiate’s trigger-finger to symbolize this ‘fictitious fraternity’, and the patriarch of an extended family clan is referred to as ‘godfather’, which accurately defines his role as the representative father of a large family made up of both blood and non-blood relations.)


Very much like amis charnels, mafia members still use the term amico nostro, meaning ‘friend of ours’. When one mobster is introducing a second mobster to a third, an automatic friendship is expected of the newly acquainted men as in the feudal oath ‘thy friends shall be my friends’. If, by chance, a ‘friend’ is killed, the mafia family does not rest until the murder is avenged, which also dates back to feudal times when the ‘whole kindred … took up arms to punish the murder of one of its members or merely a wrong that he had suffered’.


Following the commendation ceremony, lord and vassal had certain obligations to one another, as do don and soldier after the latter has been inducted into the family. A lord was obligated to provide protection for his vassal, just as a don must protect his soldier. If a vassal got into a beef with a member of the aristocracy, his lord was obligated to defend him. In the same way, if a soldier gets into a beef with a high-ranking member of another mafia family, his don will defend him. If two vassals under the same lord got into a beef, the lord would preside over the dispute and his ruling was final. Today, this conflict resolution is known in the mafia as a ‘sit-down’.


A vassal’s failure to appear when summoned to a lord’s court constituted a grave offense with consequences that could include death. If a soldier does not ‘come in’ when called by his don, his failure to appear may also result in death. ‘No matter what time of day or night,’ recalled mobster Little Al D’Arco, ‘you must respond immediately.’


In feudal times, a ‘notorious association [was] formed for executing criminal justice … a private tribunal’, just as mafia justice is usually decided by a tribunal: the boss, his underboss and their consigliere (counselor). And just as the primary job of a consigliere is to advise his don, a vassal was expected to ‘give the lord advice if the latter asked for it’. Eventually, vassals decided the cases of other vassals, just as mafia captains, or capos, preside over disputes between soldiers.


A vassal had the right to share in any plunder and was sometimes granted a fief or the right to collect a tax on fish, beasts, crops, etc. In return, the vassal kicked up a piece of the action to his lord. This is identical to at least one aspect of how the mafia economy works.


If, for a moment, you had imagined that feudalism was a legitimate form of government whereas the mafia is not, German philosopher Georg Friedrich Hegel reminds us that feudalism was a ‘bond established on unjust principles … a private one … subject to the sway of chance, caprice, and violence’. Is this not identical to the mafia?


The early Sicilian mafia was referred to as an Honored Society, or Onorato Società, and mafiosos were considered men of honor. Even the mafia’s code of honor seems to have been taken directly from chivalry, which was feudalism’s code of honor. Not only was Sicily exposed to chivalry by the countries of Western Europe, but the Moors of Spain and the Arabs also had a rich chivalric history, and both occupied Sicily for extended periods of time. Their chivalrous code included loyalty, strict obedience to one’s superior, avenging the death of a friend or loved one, and keeping one’s word, all found in the mafia’s unwritten code of honor.


The seventeenth century marked the decline of feudalism in England and, by 1789, it was abolished in revolutionary France. It lingered in Sicily until 1812 when the British, who had established a military presence on the island to prevent it from falling into the hands of Napoleon Bonaparte, disassembled the island’s feudal system. According to German criminologist Henner Hess, ‘physical violence until 1812 was the legal instrument of the ruling caste by which it maintained its status’ through private armies. After this violence was monopolized by the state, certain regions of Sicily fiercely resisted the end of feudalism and it does not appear that these private armies were completely disbanded but assumed a new role of organized resistance, while some men seem to have fallen in with newly emerging mafia families. For a contemporary analogy of what this might have looked like, following the 2003 US-led invasion of Iraq, Saddam Hussein’s private army, or Republican Guard, was hastily disbanded with no plan or effort to reassign its many soldiers or assimilate them into a new economy. As a result, a well-trained army of angry and aimless able-bodied men joined the most violent insurgent groups, presenting the US military and its allies with a catastrophic problem that could have been avoided early on. The abrupt end of feudalism seems to have created a similar problem in Sicily among private armies whose role in society had vastly diminished, if not evaporated altogether. The men who controlled these private armies were known as gabellotti.


From the Middle Ages until the nineteenth century, Sicilian land barons enjoyed the pride and privilege of owning large estates without having to physically work them. They left overseers in charge of their land, or, more often, leased the estates to gabellotti. The barons expected the gabellotti to drain every last drop of sweat from the peasants and harvest every last seed from the land – and they did, while robbing the barons blind. They skimmed the cream of the crop and sold it on the black market. They chopped down and sold the most valuable trees, controlled the land rights and water supply, charged road taxes and tolls, and collected high rents from the peasants by way of threats and violence.


 Some historians believe that the private armies controlled by the gabellotti evolved into the mafia, while others contend that the gabellotto, who was also a moneylender and the sole authority over the local labor force, usurped the baronial lands and morphed into the modern mafia don. The evidence, however, is sketchy, and further confusion is added to the debate by eminent sociologists who have formed contradictory conclusions. British historian Eric Hobsbawm, for example, wrote: ‘All the heads of the local mafias were men of wealth … overwhelmingly men of the middle class, capitalist farmers and contractors, lawyers and the like.’ Henner Hess, meanwhile, wrote, much to the contrary, that many mob bosses were ‘not from the middle, but from the lower stratum’ of society. I lean toward Hess’s view, contending that, even if the original dons were ‘men of wealth’, they were soon displaced by men of ‘the lower stratum’, who were far more relatable to the people around them. In my own experience, mafia dons have always been liked and respected by the working people whom they live among. They typically defend underdogs, get people jobs, and dish out favors to the poor and needy. I am not suggesting that any mafia don is Mr Nice Guy, as an element of fear surrounds even the most benevolent don, but I can assure you that hard-working citizens in the neighborhoods I frequented were seldom afraid of the local mafia don. They knew the rules and knew how to benefit from his favors without placing themselves in jeopardy. My own mafia don’s Fourth of July parties in South Ozone Park, Queens, were far from unattended. They were crowded with average citizens: men, women and children alike, from all ethnic backgrounds. None of these people were afraid of any of us. It is therefore hard for me to imagine that rent collectors, or the men who pushed people around and squeezed every last drop of sweat from their pores, were able to become well-liked and respected mafia dons.


‘Mafia godfathers are like godfathers to everyone,’ said General Angiolo Pellegrini of the Sicilian Anti-Mafia Investigation Department, ‘the person who dispenses justice and rights wrongdoings.’ General Pellegrini is correct; mafia dons have always been appreciated for their administration of justice in places where, on account of isolation or ignorance of the law, there was none. Since a don’s authority is exercised by proxy through his soldiers and associates, I can personally speak to countless beefs I settled on the street. Often, hard-working people, who were aware of my power, approached me for help. The problems were usually spats between neighbors that were beyond the reach or concern of the law, or minor disputes that could be settled in small claims court – if only they had the money or wherewithal to employ such remedies, or could afford to take the days off from work needed to drag their poor souls into a courtroom. And yet, while standing on a sidewalk or seated at a table in a café, I could dispense with the whole affair in the space of a few minutes, often leaving both parties relatively satisfied. Let us not delude ourselves; even within the most advanced nations on earth, the law is remote and incomprehensible to the better part of humanity, especially the lower classes. Yet these same people are expected to live under its rule. I assure you, from personal experience, that in theory the law is within their reach, but in fact, it is as inaccessible and unintelligible to them as the Code of Hammurabi.


Returning to the notion that the gabellotti had morphed into mafia dons, I find it hard to believe that men who represented every form of injustice and oppression, and were known as local tyrants, were able to assume the role of mafia dons, who granted favors and enforced local law to the overall benefit of the community, after the land barons were pushed out of the picture. Certainly not without revitalizing their image and drastically altering their relationship with the people around them. This is, however, highly unlikely since people seldom forgive an iron fist, and an iron fist, even more infrequently, relaxes. It is more likely that a don would emerge from the figure of him who stepped up and displaced the gabellotto, maybe even killed him, and in turn won the hearts of the people by removing their taskmaster. Perhaps, in some cases, lesser-known men rose up from the private armies the gabellotti controlled.


What remains undeniable is that, during a roughly fifty-year period, between the fall of feudalism in 1812 and the unification of Italy – which included Sicily – in 1861, local strongmen who emerged from the peasantry began to assume roles previously reserved for feudal lords and land barons. Charismatic leaders, often patriarchs of large families, began to call themselves don, a title once reserved for nobility and adopted from the island’s one-time Spanish occupiers.


As we have seen, the mafia’s strongest fertilizing agent was planted in Sicily during the Roman Empire and was known as latifundia, which was remodeled as feudalism during the High Middle Ages and remained a socio-political system Sicilians were comfortable with, even after its demise. When feudalism was abolished, strongmen replaced feudal lords and kept feudalism alive when it should have been tossed onto the trash heap of history. Instead, its collapsed and heavily molded walls were salvaged and used to support the mafia’s emergent structure. A modern-day mafia family, untethered to land, is a living, breathing, walking, killing, mobile feudal system that has not been informed of its extinction, and continues to exist in the twenty-first century as though inside a perforated time capsule.





Chapter 3



Secret Societies


The next stage in the development of this feudal subculture which endured after it was officially demolished in 1812 was the previously mentioned unification of Italy in 1861, which would ironically result in the unification of a burgeoning mafia.


Until the second half of the nineteenth century, there was no nation of Italy. As the Roman Empire receded into history’s rear-view mirror, a patchwork of independent city-states emerged up and down the Italian peninsula over the course of centuries, each with its own government, laws, coinage and culture. Some city-states spoke their own languages and dialects. By the mid-1800s, only one ‘Italian’ in forty spoke what we now regard as Italy’s national language. Just imagine, if the many city-states of Italy were this distinct from one another when all that separated them was an imaginary border, how much more distant was an island separated by a sea, as is Sicily, where a unique blend of Latin, Greek, Spanish and Arabic was spoken.*


By the mid-1800s, a movement to unify Italy, known as the Risorgimento, swept across the Italian peninsula as soldiers fought to eject the Austrians, who ruled in the north, and the French, who ruled in the south. ‘To suppose that Italy, divided for centuries,’ wrote one Italian critic of the movement, ‘can peacefully be brought under the power of a single state is madness.’ When southern Italians heard the slogan ‘Long Live Italia!’ they wondered what it meant. Some Sicilians thought ‘Italia’ was the name of their new queen. (Over a hundred years later, in the 1960s, sociologist Danilo Dolci still encountered Sicilians who had no idea what Italy was.)


As Sicilians became exposed to the idea of unification, they eventually fought for it, but did so in order to rid themselves of their latest rulers, while further motivated by the promise of land redistribution. In return for their help, Italian politicians promised Sicily independence once the foreigners were kicked out, but after the French and Austrians were ejected, and Victor Emmanuel II was proclaimed the first king of a unified Italy, the new nation denied Sicily its independence and ousted the peasants from any land they had occupied. (It is widely believed that the Sicilian plebiscite held in October 1860 to include the island in Italy’s unification was fixed.) Most Sicilians felt duped, and viewed Italy as the latest of their long list of foreign overlords. As a result, Sicilians did not then, and many do not even today, consider themselves to be Italian; they are Sicilians! In fact, all of the diverse Italian city-states continued to identify more with their own particular region. One Italian sociologist referred to Italy as ‘a shimmering canvas on which a mad painter had mixed the most diverse and strident colors’. Even the military hero who fought to unify Italy, Giuseppe Garibaldi, was pessimistic about the future when he said, ‘It has taken 100 years to unify Italy. It will take another 100 years to unify the Italian people.’ As for Sicily, Garibaldi undershot the mark since it has now been over 150 years and Sicilians are still Sicilians, as my own grandmother made clear to me anytime I referred to her as an Italian.


After unification, Italy’s cadre of fledgling statesmen proved their inexperience by instituting high taxes across Sicily, implementing compulsory elementary education guided by a rapidly evolving bureaucracy, and conscripting the island’s young sons into the Italian military. The Sicilians’ well-known hatred for conscription dates back to Roman times. When the Roman general Scipio Africanus was warring with Hannibal, a Sicilian cavalry corps was assembled, but the men grumbled so much about leaving their families behind that Scipio became aggravated and told them to just stay home. And they happily did. As for the French Bourbons, of all the European territories they ruled, Sicily alone was exempt from conscription; the French did not trust Sicilians to fight for French causes. To put this in perspective, in my own country, African-Americans did not attain their full civil rights until the late 1960s, yet they fought valiantly in every US conflict dating back to the revolutionary war. The British Empire trusted its Indian, Canadian and Australian regiments, whose extraordinary valor largely contributed to the Allied victories in both world wars. The answer to why Sicilians were traditionally exempt from serving in the armies of their masters was, as referenced earlier, because Sicilians would not lay down their lives for foreign causes, patriotic ideals, or international diplomacy gone awry; they fought only for their families. When young Sicilian men were called to service, many retreated into the mountains and lived as bandits while sending money home to their families.


Promised but denied independence, overtaxed and conscripted, for Sicily this whole Italian experiment was off to a very bad start. The island’s natural reflex was to push back and cut off any inroads attempted by Italy’s central government. But the Italian government would not be put off so easily; it was striving to conform with the new attitudes of Western Europe and demanded that Sicily, along with all of southern Italy, transform into a liberal democracy. Overnight, Sicilians were expected to crawl out from under the dead weight of centuries and fall in step with the marching band. Those of us who study history would have seen this as preposterous. ‘Centuries are required to form a political system and centuries needed to change it,’ wrote French sociologist Gustave Le Bon, who did not believe in forcing one’s own utopian dreams – or schemes – on another nation. People do not exchange long-held ideas so easily and feel more secure with a tyranny they know than a ‘freedom’ to which they are unaccustomed. The better part of the island made it abundantly clear that they preferred local rule over an insensitive, distant constitutional monarchy with a parliament based in faraway Rome (originally Turin).


Raising the stakes in this stand-off were the newspapers of Western Europe which criticized Italy for not bringing its southern regions in line, which included Sicily. What to do? Instead of the Italian government closely examining the island’s political chains that had been rusting for centuries; instead of realizing how low the literacy rate was, and how high the poverty rate was; instead of running a delicate hand along the social fabric to see where it was torn, the new Italian government began to judge, castigate and tyrannize Sicily as if it were an uncivilized island of inferior brutes. Italy’s northern elites discussed the problems of southern Italy, first and foremost Sicily, at salons, dinner parties and in parliamentary debates, ultimately labeling this national headache the ‘Southern Question’. Thus, it happened that intellectuals from northern Italy, believing themselves to be highly evolved Europeans as they were closer to the major continental centers of progress, took on the Southern Question. It is important to note that Western European elites who resided north of the Alps were originally wondering how everyone south of the Alps had fallen behind the rest of Europe. Suddenly, northern Italians were trying to move the Alps and say that they were just fine and that all the riff-raff were to be found south of them (even though no one truly knew where this imaginary line between north and south lay). Nevertheless, northern Italians attempted to duck further scrutiny by redirecting the finger-pointing to the lower regions of Italy.


The study of issues surrounding the Southern Question became known as meridionalismo. Traveling meridionalisti visited Sicily on fact-finding missions, and some of their descriptions of the islanders read like Darwin’s recording of the peculiar animals he sighted on the Galápagos. Northerners wrote books and articles that denigrated their new southern country folk, sometimes referring to them as barbarians, while others heartily revived the idea originated by Montesquieu that the world’s idiots tend to live in warmer climates. Two investigations into the Southern Question are worthy of note for their diametrically opposed views, one of which painted Sicily as something we would imagine from the island of Doctor Moreau, where people ran around with abnormal heads and acted with the angry and amoral behavior of tortured animals. The other view was highly enlightened, but considered by some as defeatist since it instructed the Italian government to leave the incorrigible island to itself. I will begin with the former.


Italian criminologist Cesare Lombroso, known as the ‘father of modern criminology’, wondered why criminals act the way they do. While tackling the Southern Question, Lombroso touched on Sicily’s social problems but largely attributed its – and the rest of southern Italy’s – rampant criminal behavior to the atavistic tendencies of its barbaric population. Lombroso’s book L’uomo delinquente (The Criminal Man), published in 1876, posited that the born criminal (delinquente nato) was someone whom evolution has left behind. (Author Bram Stoker’s description of the blood-sucking vampire Dracula is taken, almost verbatim, from Lombroso’s Criminal Man.) According to Lombroso, born criminals commit abhorrent acts due to a catalog of inherent psychological and physical abnormalities that include peculiar-shaped and oversized skulls – which Lombroso was fond of measuring. As northern Italians sunbathed in the warm glow of Lombroso’s reassuring conclusions which served to boost their already condescending attitude toward the south, we will turn to the bleak but enlightened view of Sicily which was in stark contrast to Lombroso’s idea of born losers with overgrown heads.


In a quest to answer the Southern Question, two Tuscan journalists, Leopoldo Franchetti and Sidney Sonnino, traveled to Sicily the same year Lombroso published his Criminal Man. They found peasants living in a state of squalor with widespread illiteracy, hardly any public works, and no universal system of social justice. At one point, the travelers came upon a priest who had been shot by his cousin. They inquired as to why, wondering how cruel the cousin must be to shoot a man of the cloth, and learned from the locals that the priest was the more violent criminal who got what he deserved. The traveling duo also found that the Sicilian police, instead of arresting criminals, would typically broker a deal on the spot between the criminal and the aggrieved party, having the criminal return part of the theft before taking a cut for themselves in return for their mediation. Franchetti and Sonnino further found that ‘violence can be freely employed by whomever has the means to do so’.


Sicily’s uniquely corrupt system included every rung of the social ladder from policemen to politicians, rich and poor, men and women alike; even the clergy were in on the charade, as noted above. The strongest family in every village controlled the local government, and the patriarch held unconditional authority over every aspect of daily life. The duo concluded that the patriarch’s presence was so indispensable to the community’s welfare, and the government so helpless to displace him, that it made little sense to try to do so. They did not believe that Sicilians could fix their own problems since this wretched state of affairs was totally normal to them; it would be like trusting a lunatic to evaluate himself and prescribe his own therapy. Of course, there were some Sicilians who saw their age-old system as flawed, but there was no public mechanism for civic reform; if there was, it would have been as thoroughly infiltrated and corrupted as every other institution.


Franchetti and Sonnino’s bleak report, presented to the Italian government, sounded very much like the unwritten conclusion successive foreign governments had reached for centuries, as evidenced by their propensity to quickly forsake any undertakings directed toward social and economic reform. If Sicily had a tumor and our travelers were doctors, they had opened her up and closed her just as fast, after noticing how far the cancer had spread. With no foreseeable solution, they urged Italy to leave this strange island to itself. Let Sicily proclaim independence while Italy waves goodbye from the nearby shores of Calabria.


Franchetti and Sonnino’s recommendation to the Italian government may have been correct for the following reason: by abandoning the island to itself, Sicily would have been deprived of an external enemy at which to hurl the slings and arrows of blame. Forced to look inward, Sicilians might have faced an enlightening moment of self-reflection. They instead united around a corroded social contract they felt was under attack from mainland Italy, now considered a foreign enemy. The obvious counterargument to this opinion is that petty tyrants would have been permitted to flourish, unchecked. It so happened that they did exactly that anyway, and because of Sicily’s new connection to the mainland, those same tyrants, who would become known as mafiosos, would corrupt the whole of Italy. Politicians of the new democratic system needed votes which mafia dons could deliver on election day. Because the mafia employed so many locals, could offer favors, extend loans, and issue threats to secure an election, the mafia’s backing of any political candidate was crucial to attaining elected office in many regions of Sicily.


Beginning shortly after Italy’s unification and continuing into the modern day, a contradiction arose in which many crooked politicians loudly condemned the mafia out of one side of their mouths, while quietly asking for their assistance out of the other. And since any political party often needed to carry the electorate in Sicily in order to rule in Rome, this political plague spread to the mainland. Thus, through control of Sicily’s ballot boxes, obscure dons, who passed their days sipping espresso in an aged and crumbling piazza, would manipulate the power structure in Rome and influence the whole of Italy. The Italian government should have accepted the scalpel Franchetti and Sonnino had handed them. But the northern elites were not about to liberate such a rich part of their new nation. Moreover, how embarrassed they would be before the eyes of Europe as a thousand newspaper editors peered down from the Alps, eager to see how they answered their Southern Question. Lastly, what if Sicily one day fell into the hands of an enemy?


The Italian government refused to be persuaded by the facts outlined in Franchetti and Sonnino’s report and brushed it aside. Instead of heeding theirs and other reports from northern visitors who saw in Sicily a ‘world of semi-feudalism, based on archaic notions of honour, in which blood feuds abounded, and liberalism was scarcely understood’, the Italian government began a vicious campaign of suppression believing it was ‘not possible to govern except through terror’. Their attempt to have Sicily conform to European standards resulted in a textbook cultural clash. When any age-old culture collides with modernity, it seems as if centuries of combustion have been released in an explosive struggle for supremacy (the West’s present struggle with parts of the Islamic East present us with a contemporary example). But two thousand years of culture cannot be stamped out by a police raid; Italy’s brute tactics only strengthened Sicily’s defiant resolve by forcing its ‘criminals’ underground and violating what French sociologist Emile Durkheim might have referred to as the island’s shared moral sense, which drove common Sicilians on every level of society straight into the arms of the very men Italy wished to destroy – the local rulers who were morphing into … the mafia.


Franchetti and Sonnino’s report concluded that widespread corruption was an open part of Sicily’s socio-economic system and by no means a secret society. This made sense; if the majority of Sicilians had no problem with the system, and nor did the police, there was no reason to drag it underground. How, then, did an open mode of behavior, primarily perpetrated by men who were living according to age-old principles of feudalism, suddenly become a secret society, and why?


The answer to why is that certain men of honor, around which all of the elements of society were entwined, were suddenly labeled criminals by a far-off government in Rome.*


As to how they became a secret society, they grasped onto a recently proven model for survival. In eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe, a number of politically inspired secret societies that mimicked Freemasonry popped up across the continent with intent to overthrow the old European order; the Tugendbund in Germany, the Hetairia in Greece and the Jacobins in France were just a few. In Italy, there were the Adelphi, the Guelphs, the Italian Federati, the Brother Protectors and the Carbonari, a society that directed most of its political agitation toward the ruling Austrians, who responded by increasing police pressure on the group, even punishing people who knew members but failed to report them to the authorities. With the Austrian government on the hunt for anyone connected with the Carbonari, the group developed secret rituals such as ‘special handshakes, secret codes, and invisible ink’. The Carbonari also had ‘an initiation ceremony, complex symbols, and a hierarchical organization’ in which members swore to ‘keep the secrets of this Society, and neither to write, print, or engrave anything concerning it’. Their initiation ceremony included words such as ‘I consent, if I perjure myself, to have my body cut in pieces, and then burned’. To do the cutting and burning, the Carbonari recruited a ‘well-organised body of men, ready to obey the commands of invisible superiors, and enter, at a word, upon any enterprise’. These men formed ties with groups of brigands while engaging in ‘protection rackets, smuggling, and contract assassinations’. Does all this not sound exactly like the mafia? Whatever the mafia did not inherit directly from feudalism, they appropriated from the secret societies of Italy which were all around them in the nineteenth century.


The Carbonari were broken down into camps of ten to a hundred men with a capo di carbonari in charge of each group. This the mafia has adopted to a tee, with caporegimes – capos – in charge of crews that exist within a mafia family. The Carbonari’s ranks swelled into the thousands and the network became so popular that it attracted notable figures such as the English poet Lord Byron, who was appointed a capo; he hid weapons and helped fugitives escape justice. At one time, the Carbonari’s capo di tutti capi was Filipe Michele Buonarotti, a direct descendant of the great Michelangelo. Another prized recruit was Giuseppe Mazzini, known today as the ‘father of modern Italy’. The energetic Mazzini, who drank enough coffee to keep a Starbucks afloat, has left us a vivid account of his initiation ceremony:


I was conducted one evening to a house … where, after ascending to the topmost storey, I found the person by whom I was to be initiated … he questioned me as to my readiness to act … and to sacrificing myself, if necessary, for the good of the order. Then, after desiring me to kneel, he unsheathed a dagger, and recited the formula of oath … causing me to repeat it after him.


Mazzini could have been explaining an initiation ceremony into a mafia family which includes the same oath, same dagger, and a sworn sacrifice for the good of the family, as opposed to the order. Here is a strikingly similar mafia oath as recalled by a soldier in the Italian-American mafia, Joseph Valachi, during the 1960s:


They called us in one at a time … there was a gun and a knife on the table … I repeated some words they told me … He [Valachi’s don] went on to explain that they lived by the gun and by the knife and you die by the gun and by the knife … Then he gave me a piece of paper, and I was to burn it … This is the way I burn if I expose this organization.


In time, Mazzini grew disenchanted with the Carbonari and broke away to form his own secret society called Giovane Italia, or Young Italy. Members were organized into squads and noms de guerre were given to avoid police detection just as nicknames are given to mobsters, in part for the same reason. Members were also forbidden to go to the authorities for any reason just as the mafia forbids members from going to the police. Even the mafia’s idea of a ‘social club’, where members gather to play cards and drink espresso while discussing criminal activities, seems to have stemmed from this period of secret societies; one of Italy’s founding fathers, Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour – who proudly proclaimed, ‘I devoted all my strength to being a conspirator … searching for fellow-conspirators’ – had a whist club in Turin which acted as a façade for secret political discussions.


The members of Young Italy ‘were enrolled with utmost care, and only after minute inquiries concerning their character and antecedents so as to avoid the admission of spies or persons who might be readily seduced into treachery’. Whether by coincidence or mimicry, the mafia is just as concerned with pedigree, believing that a man from good stock is less likely to betray his friends and family because he is imbued with a sense of duty taught to him at a young age. Allow me to momentarily zoom in on the word duty, a word responsible, in Italy, for more deaths than cholera.


In 1851, Giuseppe Mazzini wrote a patriotic book titled The Duties of Man, the inspiration for which likely came from the American revolutionary work by Thomas Paine titled Rights of Man, except that the slight change in title speaks to the prevailing Italian attitude that man’s duties, as opposed to his inalienable rights, are of primary importance. Italians have charted the heavens, can break glass with their voices, paint the Sistine Chapel, sculpt the Trevi Fountain, scribe the Divine Comedy – and stab you in the heart for insulting their manhood or cut your balls off and shove them down your throat for violating their women. Because it is their duty! Even some of Italy’s greatest artists have been mixed up in violence, largely due to an Italian culture that, at least on a provincial level, condoned bloodshed when personal duty called. Benvenuto Cellini sculpted magnificent statues, including the well-known Perseus with the Head of Medusa, yet in his riveting autobiography he proudly speaks of beating and stabbing men who, he felt, asked for it by challenging his manhood.




[image: image]


The Duties of Man by Mazzini; note Chapter VI, Duties Towards the Family.





Another violent artist bound to duty was Michelangelo Merisi, better known as Caravaggio. Caravaggio’s criminal record is as long as his list of famous paintings, and on one occasion he killed part-time pimp Ranuccio Tomassoni. Caravaggio was trying to cut Tomassoni’s pecker off when he nipped an artery near the groin causing Tomassoni to bleed out. Caravaggio then went on the lam, continued his violent lifestyle, and eventually disappeared. Though a number of Caravaggio’s enemies were looking to square up with him, most historians are convinced that Tomassoni’s four brothers, also duty-bound to avenge the death of their sibling, disposed of Caravaggio.


I can reference other Italian writers and artists but we need not look any further than myself. I am a self-taught, international bestselling author who has been accused in open court of numerous acts of violence, including beating and shooting men with the same hand that holds this pen. Though I do not contend to be an artistic genius in the category of Cellini or Caravaggio, I do believe my problem was quite similar to theirs in that I belonged to a subculture that placed great importance on, as Mazzini said, the duties of man. And one of those duties was to defend myself, my honor, my family and my friends from real or perceived slights and threats. Each time I had committed an act of violence, I had thoroughly convinced myself that this was what I was doing. In my subculture, the duty a man has to his own wife is just as significant as it is convoluted. I had played cards amidst a poker table full of killers, loansharks and hijackers, and we never once questioned the moral integrity of our lifestyles, yet one of the men among us was regularly badgered for not going home to his wife each night. To be clear, it was okay that he had a gumare, or girlfriend, on the side, but it was his duty to provide for his wife and return home to her each evening. When he did not do so, we called him a disgrazia, which likely stems from the idea that he was disgracing his family name. During the infamous Maxi mafia trials in Italy, held from 1986 to 1992, pentito Tommaso Buscetta accused Don Luciano Leggio of a string of brutal murders. Leggio responded in his own defense by saying that Buscetta had no right to talk because he did not care for his own wife. Leggio truly believed that he was impugning the witness; to Leggio, committing murder was being dutiful while failing in marital duties was worthy of severe condemnation. Had Leggio been judged by a jury from Corleone, the Sicilian town where he was from, he may have been acquitted. (We can be fairly certain how Cellini and Caravaggio would have polled had they been part of his jury.)
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